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ABYSSINIA
The Council of the League imposed sanctions upon Italy with the full
votes of the Assembly behind them. Anthony Eden, on behalf of Great
Britain, led the case for the prosecution of the aggressor nation. But
France, or rather Laval, the Foreign Secretary of France, had "ratted",
and made a secret pact with Mussolini, giving him a free hand in
Abyssinia. "Sanctions" would not work if there were an open hole on
the French-Italian frontier, through which all supplies could pass.
Some years later, during the second World War, when Anthony Eden
came out to France I ventured to ask him a direct question about this,
"Did you know while you were putting your case against Italy that
Laval had sold the pass?"
"I was told about it," he answered, "but I had no direct evidence. I
wasn't sure."
If there were a war with Italy it would be the British Navy who would
have to fight it. The British Navy was not in good shape, or ready for
war. I happened to go to Sheffield during the crisis and the head of one
of the big steel works spoke to me in a low voice.
"Things don't look good", he said. "We've just had rush orders for
naval shells from the Admiralty."
No, things weren't looking good. They looked worse to many people
when the Hoare-Laval proposals were published, with a map which
suggested that Mussolini should get the lion's share of Ethiopia. There
was a storm of protest. Letters and telegrams poured in to No. 10
Downing Street. It was like a tidal wave of popular indignation. It was
one of those rare times when a Government trembles before the voice of
the people themselves, surging up suddenly and passionately. I re-
member a line in a letter written by Lady Violet Bonham-Carter which
expressed the indignation of many millions.
"It is we, and not the Abyssinians alone, who have been betrayed,"
Mr. Baldwin, then Prime Minister, had been away on a holiday. He
came hurrying back to Downing Street. Sir Samuel Hoare, part author
of the plan, had to put on the white sheet of repentance in the House of
Commons and was forced to resign. But Mussolini went on with his
war, and Hitler, watching all this with an intensity of interest, must have
licked his lips. It would be his turn next. Ribbentrop whispered to
him "These people will not fight. They will not fight for anything."